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Explaining how unexploded ordnance clearance enhances livelihoods in the Lao PDR 
Abstract 
Background: Following violent conflict, the continued presence of landmines and 
unexploded ordnance pose a barrier to rebuilding livelihoods. Mine action removes these 
explosive remnants of conflict to enable communities to safely return contaminated land to 
productive use. There is limited understanding, however, of how, why, in what context and in 
what respects mine action contributes to livelihoods. Yet, such information is required for 
effective resource allocation, checking underlying program assumptions, understanding 
benefits and potential harms.  
Methods: The evaluation was undertaken in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. It used an 
interpretive case study design and applied the principles of realist evaluation. Program staff 
and local government authorities were interviewed (N = 37) and program beneficiaries. In 
total, 38 individual interviews with program beneficiaries were conducted and eighteen focus 
group interviews (9 with males, 9 with females), each with 6-9 participants.  
Results: The evaluation identified two main mechanisms through which the program 
‘worked’: 1) communication pre- and post-clearance; and 2) the delivery of the product 
(cleared land). 
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Conclusion: The realist approach helped to refine the program theory, highlighted the role of 
self- and task-efficacy and community communication, assisted in identifying contextual 
factors that influence outcomes and suggested a revision of expected outcomes.  
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Explaining how unexploded ordnance clearance enhances livelihoods in the 
Lao PDR  
1. Introduction 
 Following violent conflict, the continued presence of landmines and unexploded ordnance 
(UXO), for example bombs and cluster munitions, as well as other explosive remnants of 
war, pose a threat to future development (Andersson, Dasousa, & Paredes, 1995; Bolton, 
2010; Rutherford, 2011). Since the late 1980s, mine action has been the international 
community’s response to this hazard. The term ‘mine action’ differentiates humanitarian 
demining activities from those with a military purpose. It aims to create a post-conflict 
environment where people can live safely, free from the constraints of landmines and UXO 
(United Nations Mine Action Service, 2003). First framed as an emergency program to allow 
the safe return of displaced people, mine action has shifted over time to a focus on 
development and promoting livelihoods (Horwood, 2003a, 2003b; Maslen, 2004). There is, 
however, scant information about how and in what ways mine action contributes to enhanced 
livelihoods and poverty reduction (Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian Demining, 
2011; Maslen, 2004; Ska˚ra, Millard, Harpviken, & Kjellman, 2003).  
 A lack of evidence in how mine action is linked to livelihood strengthening makes 
effective and efficient resource allocation problematic. As such, increasingly governments are 
demanding an evidence-base for mine action and have highlighted the need for a credible 
program theory (O’Reilly, Friedman, Dinsmore, Storr, & MacPherson, 2012). This is 
important in terms of effective resource allocation, checking the underlying assumptions of 
the program, and understanding the benefits, as well as potential harms, for program 
recipients (GICHD, 2014; O’Reilly, et al., 2012). This evaluation was undertaken in the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), which is, per capita, the most heavily bombed country 
in the world and is heavily contaminated with UXO. The evaluation component reported in 
this paper was part of a larger mixed methods study undertaken in Lao PDR and the Kurdish 
Autonomous Region (Durham & White, 2015) that examined the impact of mine action on 
livelihoods, and developed and validated a self-report livelihood asset scale (Durham, 
Fielding, Hoy, & White, 2014; Durham, Tan, & White, 2011). The present paper describes 
how we explored how, why and in what circumstances rural livelihoods are reworked and 
changed by removal of UXO in the Lao PDR, in order develop an evidence-based program 
theory. 
Page 4 of 34
Ac
ce
pte
d M
an
us
cri
pt
4 
 
2. Evaluation design 
 The evaluation design was an interpretive case study design, using the principles of realist 
evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The larger study also developed and validated a 
livelihood asset scale and has been reported elsewhere (Durham, et al., 2014; Durham, et al., 
2011). The scale was developed in a number of phases with several changes made to items in 
the process, meaning that the results of the scale cannot be compared across sites. For this 
reason, in the component presented in this paper, the analysis was based on the qualitative 
component of the evaluation.  The specific evaluation questions were:  
1. How and why are there changes in rural livelihoods as a result of UXO clearance? 
2. What are the mechanisms through which UXO clearance influences outcomes? 
3. What are the contexts/conditions which determine whether the different mechanisms 
influence outcomes? 
 Realist evaluation is a member of the family of theory-based evaluation. The difference 
between realist evaluation and other forms of theory-based evaluation are the particular 
assumptions that realist philosophy makes about the nature of reality and causation (Pawson, 
2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The design was selected because we wanted to understand 
how, why and in what respects UXO clearance works to improve livelihoods. Another reason 
for selecting a realist approach was to be able to provide pragmatic guidance to program 
managers on how to optimize the benefits of UXO clearance. 
 In realist evaluation, it is assumed that interventions are real and can have real effects 
(positive and negative, intended and unintended). The social contexts in which programs are 
implemented also have real effects on how and why interventions work. The realist approach 
to evaluation recognizes that individuals are central to the understanding of social processes 
(Pawson & Tilley, 1997). From a realist perspective, the world is an open system within 
which underlying structures, powers and mechanisms constitute reality and generate events, 
and it is possible to identify certain constructs that underpin the social world (Pawson, 2013; 
Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The approach assumes that social programs are dynamic, 
implemented within complex, multi-layered environments, interacting with a rich network of 
relationships, causal associations and underlying mechanisms (Pawson, 2013; Pawson & 
Tilley, 1997).  
 The role of the evaluator is to synthesize evidence to reveal, in this case, how UXO 
clearance interacts with contexts, to trigger mechanisms that generate poverty and livelihood 
outcomes (Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Through these interactions, semi-
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predictable reoccurring patterns of behaviour or demi-regularities can be observed. The intent 
is to uncover the underlying theories that explain these patterns by critically examining the 
interaction between context (C), mechanism (M) and outcome (O) or C-M-O configurations 
(Brennan, et al., 2014; Pawson, 2013; Shankardass, Renahy, Muntaner, & O’Campo, 2014; 
Wong, Greenhalgh, & Pawson, 2010).  
 Mechanisms are the reasoning of program recipients in how they use the program 
resources available to them (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010; Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 
1997). Mechanism refers to the “underlying entities, processes, or structures which operate in 
particular contexts to generate outcomes of interest’’ (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010, p. 368). 
Mechanisms are usually unobservable, sensitive to context and are responsible for generating 
outcomes (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010; Shankardass, et al., 2014). 
 Outcomes consist of both the intended and unintended consequences of the program, and 
result from the activation of different mechanisms in various contexts (Pawson, 2013; 
Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Contexts refers to the conditions in which a program is introduced 
and that affect the activation of mechanisms (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Wong, et al., 2010). 
Contextually important factors can include interpersonal and social relationships, economic 
status, organizational culture, access to resources, and competing priorities and influences 
(Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). A key implication is that UXO clearance may work 
well in one context to reduce poverty and improve livelihoods, but poorly or not all in other 
contexts. Realist evaluation assumes that there are usually several C-M-O configurations that 
explain how and why participants respond to an intervention. Realist evaluation does not aim 
to prove or disprove particular theories, but leaves them open to further testing and iterative 
refinement against empirical data (Greenhalgh, Humphrey, Hughes, & MacFarlane, 2009). 
Typically in realist evaluations, programs are presented as a series of implementation 
‘chains’, comprising intervention actions and participant reactions (Jagosh, et al., 2014; 
Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Weiss, 2000; Wong, et al., 2010). 
2.1 Context and setting 
 The Lao PDR, a lower-middle income in South East Asia, has the unenviable distinction 
of being, per capita, the most heavily bombed country in the world. Throughout the Second 
Indochina War (1964-1973), more than 580,000 bombing missions resulted in over 2 million 
tons of ordnance being dropped on the country (Handicap International, 1997; National 
Regulatory Authority, 2009b, 2010). Many of these were cluster bombs that contained 
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multiple explosive sub-munitions, of which an estimated 80 million malfunctioned, 
remaining live and buried in the Lao landscape, leaving these former war zones heavily 
contaminated with UXO. The bombing was not restricted to military targets and villages were 
frequently bombed, with most of the continuing contamination in rural areas (Government of 
the Lao People's Democratic Republic, 2006, 2009; Handicap International, 1997). This 
evaluation research was undertaken in Boulapha, Ngommalat and Mahaxay districts, located 
along the eastern border of Khammouane province in the south of Lao PDR. During the war, 
Route 12, which shares  a border with Vietnam and passes through each of the distr cts, acted 
as a supply line to the Ho Chi Minh Trail and as a result the area was severely bombed 
(Handicap International, 1997). Two other sites were Nong district in Savanakhet and 
Paksong district in Champassack. Both of these sites were also heavily bombed due to their 
proximity to the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The other site was Pek district in the northern province 
of Xieng Khouang. This was the scene of destructive bombing campaigns and intense ground 
battles, especially around the strategic site of the Plain of Jars and the district town was 
virtually destroyed by the campaign (Handicap Internation l, 1997).  
 Improved main north-south and east-west roads and economic corridors are increasingly 
linking the sites of inquiry to markets and increasing trade and mobility. Despite increased 
market access, in Boulapha, Ngommalat, Mahaxay and Nong districts most of the 
participants were subsistence rice farmers supplemented by informal ways of making a 
living, such as hunting, fishing and gathering non-timber forest products, and with varying 
levels of integration into the informal labour market and the cash economy. Rice farming 
relied on rain-fed lowland (often known as paddy) and upland farming with limited use of 
modern inputs. In these poorer districts, many families maintained a fragile equilibrium, 
experiencing chronic poverty or moving in and out of poverty, or near poverty. In Pek and 
Paxong districts, on the other hand, participants were more integrated into the market 
economy with more livelihood diversity, including cash crops. In Paksong, almost all 
participants were engaged in coffee growing which provided cash income. In each of the 
districts, poorer families lived in simple houses, mainly made of bamboo or wood with thatch 
or zinc roofs, with limited access to safe water, sanitation and electricity. Wealthier families 
tended to have wooden rather than bamboo houses, sometimes with an outside latrine, and 
owned physical assets such as small motorcycles, buffalos, and hand held walking tractors or 
generators.  
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 In each of the sites of inquiry, UXO clearance was undertaken by accredited UXO 
clearance agencies working in accordance with International Mine Action Standards (IMAS) 
and National Standards. Manual demining teams followed strict operating procedures 
regarding areas cleared and depth of clearance. In each site there was more demand than 
supply, so sites for clearance were prioritized based on a mix of government and local 
community priorities, available resources and access. In some cases land was cleared for 
individual families and, in other cases, to support local community infrastructure, such as 
schools, wells and irrigation, typically with the support of a development partner, such as a 
non-government organisation (NGO). No socio-economic baseline data was available for any 
of the sites that had been cleared and, while the expected outcome was improved livelihoods, 
there were no predefined, measureable indicators.   
2.2 Evaluation methods 
 Reflecting the research question, the lack of baseline data and lack of predefined outcome 
livelihood indicators, the evaluation adopted an interpretive case study design, drawing on the 
principles of realist evaluation, as outlined above (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Thus, the main 
analytic challenge was to determine how the livelihoods were shaped, enabled or constrained 
by interaction between the context of the program, the interaction between the resource 
provided by the program (decontaminated land) and the underlying mechanisms of change. 
As is typical in realist evaluations, the first step was to develop an explanatory framework of 
the program and, more specifically, how UXO clearance was expected to support poverty 
reduction and livelihoods through an initial document review.   
 As mine action has been linked in the literature to improving livelihoods, we drew on the 
Sustainable Livelihood approach as a means of understanding livelihoods (Carney, 1998, 
2008; Chambers & Conway, 1992). This approach views people as operating in a context of 
vulnerability (in this case the presence of UXO as vulnerability), within which they have 
access to certain livelihood assets. The use of the Sustainable Livelihood approach helps to 
focus on the link between UXO clearance and livelihoods. Livelihood assets are frequently 
described and categorised as follows and is how they were interpreted in this evaluation 
(Ellis, 2000):  
1. Human (knowledge, ability to work and good health)  
2. Natural resource stocks 
3. Financial (savings, credit, remittances, pensions)  
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4. Social resources and networks 
5. Physical (basic infrastructure such as roads and communication networks and 
technology)  
 Prior to commencing the research, two reference groups were established. One consisted 
of five international representatives, each with at least five years international mine action 
experience. This group provided feedback related to overall research design and program 
theory. The other group consisted of 16 people from the study area, working in mine action 
(Onwuegbuzie, Bustamante, & Nelson, 2010).  This group provided practical feedback on the 
cultural appropriateness and feasibility of the research design in the study area, as well as the 
emerging program theory (Mertens, 2010). The lead researcher (JD) also worked with two 
local co-researchers/interpreters (VN, VS) throughout the different stages of the evaluation. 
2.3 Document review 
The first step in developing the program theory was through the initial review of the literature 
and program documents, searching for dominant themes as to ‘how’ and ‘why’ mine action 
was expected to achieve desired outcomes. Web of Science, Scopus, JSTOR, Google Scholar 
electronic databases were used to source relevant papers. Key words included in the search 
were “mine action” AND livelihood* OR impact OR evaluation OR program theory OR 
theory of change.  
 Most of the available literature, however, came from the grey literature and, in particular, 
from the Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian Demining (GICHD, 
http://www.gichd.org/), a not for profit organisation that supports national authorities and 
mine action organisations through research and evaluation, training and policy advice. Other 
documents reviewed came from the Journal of ERW and Mine Action, a non-peer reviewed 
journal that provides a forum for mine action practitioners 
(http://www.jmu.edu/cisr/journal/index/ ), and program documents, including program 
proposals, logframes, reports, National Standards (National Regulatory Authority, 2009a) and 
Standard operating Procedures and United Nations and donor mine action strategies. The 
documents were reviewed focussing on activities, expected or actual outcomes, with the 
intent of understanding the espoused program theory and the processes through which 
outcomes were expected to occur. Relevant information from these documents related to 
activities, outputs and observed or anticipated outcomes and was extracted into an excel 
spreadsheet along with the name of the document, year of publication and author(s) and used 
to develop tentative C-M-O configurations. 
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2.3  Sample  
 Following Weiss (2000), program stakeholders were interviewed as  key sources of 
information about the program theory and candidate mechanisms. Stakeholders were 
identified as program staff and local government authorities (N = 37), as well as program 
recipients, and were identified using purposive sampling. Initial interviews with program 
staff and government authorities undertaken in the capital city, Vientiane, were used to check 
and refine our emerging program theory gleaned from the document review before 
undertaking interviews with program recipients.    
At the local level, the interviews were used for testing our initial C-M-O configurations and 
to provide a more fine-gained understanding of how the program ‘worked’ in practice. The 
household, as the locus of livelihood generation, provided the unit of analysis. The functional 
definition used for a household was a group of people living and eating together in the same 
house as a family (Bond & Mukherjee, 2002). Purposive sampling was used, with program 
recipient respondents identified in discussion with key informants, including staff and local 
authorities. The aim was to reach data ‘saturation’, that is data collection is terminated when 
no new information is forthcoming (Patton, 2002). In total, 38 individual interviews were 
conducted (male N = 26, female N = 12) and nine focus group interviews with men (N = 54) 
and nine focus group interviews with women (N = 50).  
2.4 Data collection  
The researchers interviewed program recipients in their village, generally in their house 
sitting on the veranda floor or under a tree. Staff and local official interviews usually took 
place in the participants’ workplace. Each interview took approximately 1-1.5 hours to 
complete. The interviews were conducted in the interviewees’ preferred language and were 
facilitated by the first author, with the assistance of the local co-researchers. The researcher 
and co-researcher used an interview guide based on the livelihood approach with key issues 
listed as a reminder, although participants could introduce and explore any relevant topics 
(Liamputtong, 2013; Mertens, 2010; Patton, 2008). This helped to keep the conversation 
focused, while allowing the interviewee a measure of power and control over the interview 
direction (Patton, 2008). Interviews were recorded, transcribed and checked against interview 
notes. Focus group interviews consisted of interviews with homogenous, single sex groups of 
program recipients, used a semi-structured interview guide and were facilitated by the 
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researchers. Notes were also maintained by the researchers (JD, VN, VS) about the village 
environment, post-clearance land use, respondents’ living conditions, and language, 
outcomes and our reflections of how the interviews and our observations added to our 
understanding of how the program worked in practice and in terms of C-M-O configurations. 
2.5 Translation 
Interviews were transcribed in Lao and then translated into English (Liamputtong, 2013). 
Almost inevitably however, the translators have made editorial decisions and some 
information may have been lost. Thus, while the intent was to transcribe interviews verbatim, 
in practice this was sometimes not possible. Where questions arose from the transcripts, they 
were discussed with the Lao researchers (VS or VN) and, where necessary, the Lao 
researcher reviewed the initial recording to check the accuracy. It was not possible to record 
and translate the group interviews verbatim. This was partly due to the translation issues 
described above. Additionally, the quality of recording was not always sufficiently clear for 
the transcribers to capture every word. The group interview records, therefore, were 
summaries of the discussion. 
2.6 Data analysis  
For the interview data, descriptive codes were used for factual data, such as the sex of the 
respondent (Richards & Morse, 2007). The ata was first analyzed and coded in Lao with the 
co-researchers using flow charts and matrices. Notes and memos were also written in the 
margins of the transcripts and additional codes created for sections of text that seem relevant 
to the program theory. The researchers worked deductively and inductively, seeking and 
coding recurring patterns guided by the initial program theory identified though the document 
review. This was followed by a subsequent round of more in-depth analysis by the first 
author, using the transcripts translated into English. In this more in-depth analysis, transcripts 
were re-read several times and coded using codes developed in advance, based on our initial 
program theory derived from the document review and our initial interviews. Throughout the 
process, causal diagrams with explanatory notes to illustrate our understanding were drafted 
and updated as we repeatedly wrote up our case findings, progressive synthesizing the data as 
we further developed C-M-O configurations based on our initial interviews, document review 
and interviews with program recipients (Greenhalgh, et al., 2009). Findings and emerging 
theories were frequently presented to, and discussed with the expert reference group 
(Greenhalgh, et al., 2009).  
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3. Ethics 
Anonymity and confidentiality of participants were protected by the use of coding and strict 
security measures, including ensuring respondents could not be linked back to the clearance 
database. Nevertheless, during the interviews, other family members or villagers may have 
been present. While it could be argued that to an extent this compromised confidentiality, it 
would have been culturally inappropriate for us to have asked these additional people to 
leave. While as researchers we were obliged to protect participant confidentiality and obtain 
the best quality data, as a guest in the community we also had to respect the social norms of 
being a guest in that context (Hamid, 2010; Yee & Andrews, 2006). Further, while arguably 
confidentiality, as conceived in western-based ethical guidelines, may have been violated, , 
the issues discussed were not of a sensitive nature the ethical principles of respect for persons 
and do no harm were not breached (Macklin, 1999). 
Prior to data collection informed consent was gained verbally, and the right to withdraw at 
any time without retribution was emphasised.  Many of the participants lacked formal 
education and had low levels of literacy and assessing to what extent they had a proficient 
understanding of what their participation entailed was not always easy to assess.  For these 
reasons at the conclusion of the interview, we also re-checked that participants were willing 
for us to use the information they had provided in our final reports and asked consenting 
participants to provide a thumb print or signature. Respondents were 18 years or over. 
Working with a local co-researcher also helped ensure cultural appropriateness.   
4. Findings 
Our initial document review and discussions with the expert reference groups and key 
stakeholder interviews revealed that there were five essential elements of the clearance 
component of a mine action program as shown in Table 1. 
Table 1  
Essential elements of the clearance component of a mine action program* 
Element  Description  
Regulation  A national mine action centre usually supported primarily by an 
international donors  
Delivery mechanism Mine action provider (usually a NGO or a national entity) funded by 
an international donor  
Product  Land cleared of landmines/UXO 
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Element  Description  
Target population Affected by violent conflict, often rural and economically 
disadvantaged  
Policy Goal Economic development  
*(see for example AusAID, 2006; Bolton, 2010; DFID, 2010; Eaton, Horwood, & Niland, 
1997; Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian Demining, 2005, 2007; Jones & 
O’Reilly, 2012; Maslen, 2004; National Regulatory Authority, 2009a; O’Reilly, et al., 2012; 
United Nations Mine Action Service, 2013) 
 The initial stakeholder interviews, review including program proposals, logframes, donor 
reports and the broader mine action literature also revealed three main stages in the delivery 
mechanism (i.e. decontaminating UXO land): 1) identification and prioritisation of UXO 
contaminated land; 2) decontamination of selected sites; and 3) cleared land returned to the 
land user (see for example Bolton, 2010; Geneva International Centre for Humanitarian 
Demining, 2005, 2007, 2009; Griffin, Keeley, & Sayyasouk, 2008; Horwood, 2003a; Maslen, 
2004; UNDP, 2012). In some cases a fourth stage was added: a downstream development 
partner providing recipients with certain inputs to develop for example, a school, an access 
road, a clinic. Based on the initial stakeholder interviews and document review, a draft 
program theory was developed (Table 2).  
Table 2  
Emerging theory of the delivery mechanism of mine action program in the Lao PDR based on 
the initial interviews and document review* 
Stage Anticipated context Anticipated mechansism  Anticipated outcome 
Stage 1 
Identification and 
prioritisation of UXO 
contaminated land 
 
Evidence of UXO 
contamination (military 
records, visual clues, 
injuries), community 
consultation,  past, current, 
proposed land use, 
perceived economic return, 
logistics, household 
poverty 
Communication with 
affected communities  
Poorest households with 
UXO contaminated land 
identified and their land 
prioritised for UXO 
clearance  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stage 2 
UXO 
decontamination of 
UXO contamination 
preventing people using 
land  
Communication with 
selected households 
Program recipients aware 
of program, application 
process and expectation 
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Stage Anticipated context Anticipated mechansism  Anticipated outcome 
decontamination of 
selected sites 
land  that land would be used 
after clearance   
Stage 3 
Delivery of the 
product (UXO 
decontaminated land 
handed back to the 
program recipient) 
Poor households but with 
sufficient assets to use land 
for economic gain  
Delivery of the product and 
communication post-
clearance with program 
recipients  
Program recipients aware 
of the boundaries of the 
cleared area, depth to 
which it had been cleared 
and motivated to return 
land to productive use for 
economic gain  
Stage 4 
Provision of 
development inputs 
by downstream 
development partner  
NGOs wanting to invest in 
poor communities were 
prevented from doing so 
due to UXO contamination  
Communication with the 
NGO and the community 
regarding the boundaries of 
the cleared area and depth 
to which it had been 
cleared 
NGO investment and 
improvements in the 
standards of living for 
program recipients 
*(see for example National Regulatory Authority, 2009a, p.  especially Chapters 1, 6 and 11) 
 
 As Table 2 indicates, stage 1 relies on a review of military records, visual clues (e.g. bomb 
craters), reported injuries, community communication and a consideration of past, current and 
proposed land use and perceived economic return. The focus on economic returns is 
underpinned by the expectation that program recipients will use the cleared land to increase 
economic activity. Essentially, the program theory was that removing UXO from land would 
act as a motivating factor for program recipients to return the land to productive use to 
achieve economic returns. In other words, UXO removal was expected to act as an incentive 
to motivate recipients to participate in increased economic activity than they would otherwise 
have been able to achieve. In common with other incentive programs, the intervention was 
expected to work through two main mechanisms 1) communication pre- and post-clearance; 
and 2) the delivery of the product (cleared land).  As our interest was how UXO clearance 
worked at the community level to enhance livelihoods, we decided to focus on these two 
hypothesised mechanisms.  
 The expected outcomes of the pre-clearance communication mechanism were target 
population awareness of the program, eligibility, application process and an understanding of 
the expected behaviour (use the land for productive use) and that the poorest households 
would be enlisted into the program. The anticipated outcome of the post-clearance 
communication was that recipients would understand the parameters of the clearance (depth 
and area) and would be confident to use the land. The primary benefit was the transfer of 
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cleared land. It was assumed that second-order economic effects would follow through the 
land being used to increase productivity. How this would occur however, was rarely defined 
or discussed in detail. It was also assumed that the presence of UXO prevented investment in 
development projects. To facilitate investment, some mine action providers supported 
clearance for development projects, whereby a development agency provided the necessary 
inputs for post-clearance land use. These inputs were varied in nature depending on the 
development agency’s mandate, contract and community needs, but included, for example, 
community latrines, potable water, fishponds, improved access roads and upgraded or new 
schools. Having undertaken the preliminary steps of reviewing the literature, program 
documents and key informant interviews, the next step was to undertake qualitative research 
to test our hypothesized theory, as outlined in Table 2.  
4.1 Community communication  
 Interviews with staff at the local level and program recipients revealed that the 
communication component of the program was implemented in different ways in different 
sites with different outcomes. According to field staff and program recipients, in some sites 
program community liaison staff undertook community and household interviews with tasks 
identified and prioritised in community meetings held over several days. The community 
liaison team surveyed the area to be cleared with the process documented and verified by the 
village head as the areas that had been selected by the community for clearance. In addition, 
land users were asked to sign a land use contract, whereby they agreed to use the land post-
clearance. While not enforceable, the intent was to communicate the expectation that post-
clearance land would be used. Post-clearance, according to program recipients, they were 
walked around the boundary of the area cleared, someone explained to them the depth to 
which the area had been searched and showed them boundary markers. In interviews, these 
program recipients demonstrated an understanding of the process and selection criteria and 
generally land users had a clear understanding of the extent and depth of the area cleared. In 
some cases however, women were less certain of the parameters of the clearance than men. 
The following quotes from program recipients help to illustrate this: 
The people who came from the project came and talked to us and asked about where 
the UXO are and explained the criteria and we decided together on the areas to be 
prioritised (MR_04_FIN). 
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The people from the organisation came and took us to our land. They explained 
when we use the land we don’t need to be careful when we work in the marked area, 
for example there are some concrete markings, the white means cleared or not a 
threat and the red means dangerous (MRL_05). 
 In other sites, program staff and recipients reported that there was no dedicated 
community liaison team.  Instead, program survey staff collected information from the village 
head or other informants on surface UXO and sometimes made a list of households 
requesting clearance. This list was then passed on to the technical survey teams. Potential 
participants could also submit written requests to the district office. According to local 
officials, these requests were then compiled and through an annual office-based process, sites 
prioritised for clearance. As one local staff member explained: 
Most people submit a letter requesting clearance ... and also a letter is submitted by 
NGOs requesting clearance for development projects - the document goes directly to 
the district administration office (LPO_02). 
 A program recipient also explained the process: 
They [villagers] make request letters and submit them to UXO clearance project via 
the village head; my land was selected through this process (IDI_01, recipient, 
research site 3). 
 For some respondents, they had had previous requests rejected without feedback and felt 
that there was a lack of clarity around whose land was prioritised for clearance and decided 
not to submit another request, as they had limited expectations that there request would be 
met. Some program recipients reported using their local social and political networks to be 
placed on the prioritisation list, meaning that often it was the less poor households who 
received clearance.  According to one program recipient:  
I submitted the request letter to the village head and then I asked my friend to help 
(LXR_04,). 
 
 The communication mechanism did not always work because for some of the poorest 
families the request process simply seemed too complicated and people felt they lacked the 
necessary skills. In these sites, many villagers who had not had their individual plots of land 
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cleared stated that they did not understand the process or were discouraged to apply because 
they felt that the process was too complicated for them to navigate successfully.  The 
following quotes from program recipients in interviews help exemplify this: 
The forms are complicated, written in Lao and English, sometimes even the staff 
don’t know how to complete them (LCR_01). 
I did not report or request UXO clearance because I am not sure if I have to pay or 
not; I don’t have money to pay them if they charge for clearance and also I am not 
sure they will come to clear or not even if I make a request. So I decided to remove 
the UXO myself (LXR_03). 
 Thus, while the program was intended for the poorest households, often those who were 
relatively better off were able to access the service. In addition, those with greater social or 
political capital were able to mobilise these networks to get their land included in the 
prioritisation process. It seems there are two main constraining contextual factors that 
appeared to make the communication mechanism more or less likely to produce the desired 
outcome: bureaucratic processes and access to social and political capital. In addition, 
potential recipients need to feel they have the skills to complete the bureaucratic processes. 
The underlying mechanisms seem to be a belief in one’s capacity to manage the request 
process (self-efficacy) and that the request would be acted upon (task-efficacy). This 
emerging theory is illustrated in Table 3. 
Table 3 Emerging theory of communication context-mechanism-outcome configuration 
Context Characteristic responses  Mechansism  Outcome 
Bureaucratic processes The forms are 
complicated, written in 
Lao and English 
[I am] not sure how to 
make a request 
I am not sure if I can ask, 
not sure they will say yes 
 
 
 
Self/task efficacy  
Not placed on 
prioritisation list 
(typically poorest 
households) 
 
Placed on prioritisation 
list(typically poorest 
households) 
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Context Characteristic responses  Mechansism  Outcome 
Organisational assistance 
with  bureaucratic 
processes 
 
  
Task efficacy 
Access to social and 
political capital 
I asked my friend who 
works for the UXO 
agency  
My neighbour works for 
the UXO agency  
I am the village head 
 
 
Self/task efficacy 
 
 
 
Placed on prioritisation 
list (typically less poor 
households) 
 
 
 
 Interviews in these sites with program recipients suggested that in cases where the land 
user was an individual family, typically the household head (usually a male) was aware of the 
clearance parameters but other family members were less certain. Regardless of the 
communication process, interviews with program recipients revealed that in many cases, 
program recipients were already using the land prior to clearance. Typically, program 
recipients maintained that, in the absence of timely clearance, they had developed their own 
risk reduction strategies. Where post-clearance land was used for community infrastructure, 
for example fish ponds, school rehabilitation or health clinics, few community members were 
aware that the area had been decontaminated or were not aware of the boundaries of the areas 
cleared.  A tentative theory on how the communication mechanism works can be extended as 
shown below in Table 4. 
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Table 4 Tentative theory on how the communication mechanism works 
Strategy Finding 
Communication strategy – pre clearance   If there is a high level of community engagement, consensus on 
areas to be cleared and program assistance in completing the 
paperwork, members from the target population are likely to be 
identified and included into the program. In addition, community 
members are likely to understand the prioritisation process. This 
does not necessarily prevent, however, land being cleared that is 
decontaminated but is under cultivation.  
If the request process is perceived as complicated, people may 
believe they do not have the skills to successfully request 
clearance (self-efficacy) and/or may not believe their request is 
likely to be met with a positive response (task efficacy) and will 
not submit a request. Where there is limited community 
engagement and a consensus approach to determining priorities, 
people with access to social and political assets will marshal 
these to get placed on the prioritisation list.  
Communication strategy – post clearance   If there is a high level of end land-user engagement, and the 
land-user is physically shown the boundaries of the clearance, 
they are likely to feel confident in the clearance process and 
understand what has/has not been cleared and how the land can 
be used. If women are not deliberately included in this post-
clearance process they may not know the parameters of the 
clearance   
 
4.2 UXO clearance (the incentive) 
 In each of the sites visited, the clearance process was governed by strict international and 
national standards with regular quality assurance checks and as such, the clearance process 
was very similar. For almost all program recipients, the removal of UXO, especially sub-
surface UXO in farmland, was an important outcome and most reported an increased sense of 
safety and peace of mind. As these respondents in focus group interviews explained:  
I was always afraid to dig and plough, but needed to farm to stay alive, now I feel free 
(MRL_05)   
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We aren’t scared of death anymore while we are digging (MRL_04_M). 
 Recipients reported safety, happiness, freedom, increased sense of identity and self-esteem 
as some of the most significant changes. Program recipients also explained that outcomes 
were often dependent on the extent and type of post-clearance land use. With improved road 
access for example, women saved time carrying their produce to the market as they often 
received lifts all or part of the way on small, locally purchased, hand tractors or buyers came 
to their village, enabling the women to negotiate a better price. Access to safe water in the 
village following UXO clearance resulted in numerous benefits, including time efficiencies, 
especially for women and children. Access to assets such as roads and potable water, also 
contributed to fulfilling people’s material aspirations and helped people take nascent steps to 
joining the market economy and contributed to a feeling a pride as one female program 
recipient explained in a focus group discussion: 
I use the water to water the chillies and spring onions, I grow spring onions, 
sugarcane, Chinese cabbage. Before I didn’t water the garden, because it’s far [to 
get the water]; I sold the sugarcane I grew last year to the UXO team. With the 
Vietnamese, I used the sugarcane to exchange for a bowl or cooking ware; one 
sugarcane per one cooking ware. I got one dish in exchange - I really wanted to 
have a dish. With the rest of the money I got from selling the sugarcane I brought 
trousers for my brother and chillies (MRL_07_GIF). 
 Where improved village access was observed, people were able to build bridging capital 
through strengthening connectedness outside the immediate village and access more 
information and basic services. While often rice yields did not noticeably increase, many 
participants reported that after clearance their rice was ‘beautiful’. In Lao PDR, this is of 
particular cultural significance, as rice is perceived as indispensable for the reproduction of 
life, self-esteem, well-being and social, political and economic success. UXO removal also 
acted as a ‘push factor’ for external investments, often delivered via NGOs, including 
investments in school renovation and small rural infrastructure such as dams, irrigation, 
fishponds and access roads. Table 5 illustrates the self-reported outcomes of UXO clearance 
on livelihood assets.  
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Table 5 Reported outcomes on household livelihood assets after UXO clearance 
Asset Post-clearance land 
use 
Characteristic response  
Human  Rice field  
 
 
 
 
 
Piping water to a 
central point in the 
village 
 
Rehabilitated school  
After clearance it is possible to dig faster and deeper making the rice 
more beautiful, and we have time for other activities  
After clearance there is less worry about hiring labour to work on the 
land (if there was an accident the land-owner would need to pay) 
Feel safer when working in the fields, worry less about children 
Worry about accidents and loss of limbs – unable to work and cover 
cost of health care 
[Before] I went to collect the water at four and came back at six – it 
includes showering, washing the clothes – now it takes only a few 
minutes. Now I have time to make dry rice; we will start to make dry 
rice [giving two crops in a year] in March  
I am so happy they [my children] pay attention to go to school and I 
hope that they will have a good future. For me, I didn’t attend school 
so I know nothing about education, but I am so proud that my 
children have chance to study and learn the letters  
Social   
Rice field  
 
 
 
Access road  
More food means it is possible to share with others (and participate 
on social activities/ceremonies) 
Now I have some time to join parties with friends, before there was 
no time for meeting friends and I didn’t even have time to smoke a 
cigarette 
Increased number of outsiders coming into the village (more 
information/trade) 
Easier to go to the market/district and meet people from outside of the 
village  
Received more information 
Financial  Access road 
 
 
Rice field  
Garden 
 
 
Irrigation 
 
And it’s easy for people to transport their products to sell [after the 
road] or do business with men from different villages who come to 
buy things in our village  
The most useful thing [after demining] is we have more food to eat. If 
we have enough food to eat, we can also save some money. At the 
same time, we can also grow some vegetables to sell in the market 
and we can buy some other stuff for our family  
Land value is higher without UXO 
The land which can grow rice early [because of irrigation] has a 
higher market value 
Physical  Access road 
 
Now there are many vehicles coming through the village. When we 
want to go to Ngommalat we can get transport, before we walked and 
slept in Ngommalat. We started from the village in the morning and 
arrived in Ngommalat in the evening 
Environment  Rice field 
 
Before clearance people regularly come into contact with UXO in 
their land 
Water from dams (built after clearance) is used for fish breeding (also 
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Asset Post-clearance land 
use 
Characteristic response  
Dams/weir source of income) and washing 
 
 Outcomes also unfolded differently because of the different characteristics and access to 
assets of program recipients and the different socio-economic circumstances of the district in 
which they lived and worked, as well as the particular aspirations of program recipients. 
Taking these contextual elements into account, we next discuss the key enabling and 
constraining factors that appeared to affect whether program recipients would be induced to 
use decontaminated land to further livelihoods.  
 One decisive contextual household condition was access to labour. While the program 
theory assumed that recipients would be poor, they did not take into account that they would 
have insufficient labour to put the land to productive use. Pregnancy, illness, migration, 
smaller families than in the past or loss of child labour due to compulsory school enrolment, 
meant that often households had insufficient labour to open new land. Lack of access to 
equipment and fertilisers and limited knowledge of modern farming techniques also 
prevented households from using cleared land in a more productive way. This village head 
summed up some of the reasons for the poor not using the land efficiently: 
The poor lack capital, have no education and lack of knowledge of how to do things 
differently. In some cases they have capital but no knowledge. The people have 
never moved to anywhere else. Because of their low level of knowledge, even if they 
go to find work as a labourer they don’t know where to go. None of the villagers 
have ever been to Savanakhet [provincial town] because the price of the bus is 
expensive (LNR_02). 
  The time and effort required to ensure basic needs were met and the high cost of initiating 
cash crops also prevented farmers from increasing productivity. Fragile livelihoods also 
meant that many people were risk averse and often felt they lacked the necessary skills and 
knowledge to diversify their production and they could not risk investing in new farming 
methods that may not work as failure would be catastrophic. As one respondent explained in 
an interview:
 
Page 22 of 34
Ac
ce
pte
d M
an
us
cri
pt
22 
 
We want to plant other crops but we worry we won’t have rice, or we would like to 
do other jobs, but we worry we won’t have rice, we want to plant “Yangbong” tree 
but cannot, because we have to plant rice (LNR_02). 
 This relates to self- and task-efficacy (belief that one has the capacity to execute certain 
tasks and that the task will be beneficial). Thus, while the program theory assumed that the 
target population would be economically disadvantaged, they did not calculate that they 
would be so fragile that they would not be able to invest in the cleared land without 
additional external inputs. Crop production and benefits from increased access to agricultural 
land were also subject to the weather. Pests and diseases were also chronic constraints of 
production and affected the extent to which benefits were sustained.  
 Another contextual factor was the ability to access, negotiate and operate within an 
emerging market economy. For example, in the Paksong district, and to an extent in the Pek 
district, program recipients were networked into broader markets. Feedback loops
 
were also 
important contextual factors in determining how land was used. For example, in Paksong, 
strong coffee prices contributed to increased investment in coffee production. In Nong 
district, a much poorer district than Paksong, however, farmers grew bananas on cleared land, 
but the intermediaries did not return to purchase them, leaving the farmers without a market 
or tangible benefit from UXO clearance. With the local market saturated with bananas and 
with no capacity to transport their crop, these farmers were unable to sell their produce and so 
returned to the safer but lower productivity of rice production. The perceived quality of the 
clearance was also an important factor in determining post-clearance land use and outcomes, 
and related to the extent to which the clearance providers inspired confidence in the demining 
process. Trust was reaffirmed if no UXO were seen while working the land. Where people 
lack confidence, they continued to farm ‘carefully’, not fully benefitting from the clearance.  
 A very common theme was that UXO clearance is a first step in enabling people to access 
other development opportunities. It is also often essential for donor/NGO investment, with 
some NGOs asking for evidence of clearance. As one local government official explained,  
UXO clearance is vital for development projects because if there is no clearance they won’t 
provide funds (for the development project) (ID_NR_02) 
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 Where a development partner provided inputs following clearance, for example for weirs, 
dams, access roads, wells or schools, the new asset or assets were used by a number of 
households widening ownership and spreading the cost of maintenance and use of the assets. 
In some communities, however, these assets were poorly maintained, typically due to limited 
access to resources to maintain them.  
 In some cases, lack of organisational capacity prevented the development inputs being 
delivered on time or to a sufficient standard. Another contextual factor in preventing 
decontaminated land being used was that there were no sanctions if land was not used. Nor 
did the National Regulatory Authority for the UXO have the capacity to monitor post-
clearance land use. The evaluation also identified a number of broader socio-economic 
factors which can influence post-clearance impact and the extent to which it is sustained. 
These include institutional policies and practices, markets, the environment and seasons. The 
quotes below help to illustrate this, and show how access to assets, including human assets, 
social assets, networks and community based support, markets and the environment mediated 
outcomes in both positive and negative ways. These contextual variables can be at the 
household and organizational level as these quotes from program recipients illustrate: 
The first year we harvested more than 30 sacks of rice, but this year we harvested 
only 20 sacks because some the land was taken to build the road to the village 
(TH_M). 
The first year it was very dry with not much rain during the rainy season, so I 
couldn’t plant anything that year [on the cleared land] (03_2). 
There is the kitchen garden at school [in an area cleared of UXO by the project] but 
the vegetables are a yellow colour and not very good because of the soil condition 
(04_F). 
It took only one day [to transplant rice seedlings on the cleared land] because there 
were many people to help me, about 7-8 people. There were my relatives and the 
villager (04_MG). 
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 Some of these factors are to an extent, difficult to predict or to influence. Contextual 
factors that affected outcomes are illustrated in Table 6. Table 7 summarises the tentative 
theory on how the UXO clearance works. 
Table 6 Emerging theory of the incentive context-mechanism-outcome configuration 
Context Characteristic responses  Mechansism  Outcome 
Fragile livelihoods [We] want to plant other 
crops but worry we won’t 
have rice  
It needs a lot of labour. . , 
it takes a year to 
completely clear one plot 
of new land [of 
vegetation] before we can 
use it  
[We] lack capital, have 
no education and lack of 
knowledge of how to do 
things differently 
Risk averseness  
Level of self-efficacy 
(believe have skills) 
Level task-efficacy (there 
has to be benefits e.g. 
increase in yield, more 
time, meets expectations 
and aspirations) 
 
 
 
 
 
Land used as before 
clearance and low 
productivity activities  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Access to assets Without the road or 
transport people cannot 
get to market 
We wanted to rebuild the 
dam [built after UXO 
clearance] but we don’t 
have the money or the 
materials  
Desire to engage in 
development  
Land used as before 
clearance and low 
productivity activities  
 
Markets  
 
The demand for coffee is 
high  
 
 
The middle man did not 
come back 
Desire to engage in 
market economy  
Knowledge of and skills 
of how markets work   
(self and task-efficacy) 
 
Negative feedback loop  
Improved productivity 
and income 
 
 
 
 
Risk averse, return to low 
productivity activities 
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Table 7 Tentative theory on how the UXO clearance works 
Strategy  Findings 
Cleared land (incentive)   If the land was being used for the same purpose pre-clearance, any 
improved economic benefits were negligible. If the land was not being 
used pre-clearance, post clearance benefits will depend on type of post-
clearance land use and   access to assets – labour, skills, knowledge and 
ability to innovate, technology, markets and market access, environmental 
factors and government policy. Post- clearance land use is also influenced 
by personal values and aspirations and feedback loops (e.g. where people 
see benefits such as increase in yield, more time new land uses are likely 
to be sustained). With low monitoring of post-clearance land use and no 
possibility of sanctions on non-land use the desired behaviours cannot be 
enforced. 
5. Discussion  
 In this evaluation, we used a realist approach to identify, characterize, and synthesize the 
underlying mechanisms through which UXO clearance affects poverty and livelihoods, by 
unpacking C-M-O configurations (Greenhalgh, et al., 2009; Pawson, Greenhalgh, Brennan, & 
Glidewell, 2014). The review of the literature, program documents and stakeholder 
interviews suggested that at the community level there were two main mechanisms. One was 
pre- and post-clearance communication with communities and program recipients, and the 
second was the delivery of the product (cleared land).  The assumption was that removing 
UXO from land would act as a motivating factor for program recipients to return the land to 
productive use. Implicit in this was that in the absence of a formal mine action program, 
families and communities with UXO contaminated land were leaving the land fallow or were 
not using it effectively. The evaluation revealed that often pre- and post-UXO clearance land 
use was the same or similar, and that the how the hypothesised mechanisms worked in 
practice and how livelihood benefits accrued was influenced by context. Important contextual 
factors included the ways in which community communication and participation was 
operationalised, individual characteristics and access to assets of the program recipients, 
bureaucratic impediments, positive or negative feedback loops and the broader socio-
economic circumstances in which program recipients live. While there were interactions and 
linkages between these different contextual factors, for ease of discussion we discuss each of 
these in turn below. 
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5.1 Community engagement  
 A number of evaluations of mine action programs have identified the critical role of 
community consultation and participation in promoting confidence and understanding in the 
clearance process, including using strategies that deliberately aim to engage men and women 
(Durham, 2008; Harpikven, Millard, Kjellman, & Strand, 2001; Maslen, 2004; Millard, 2002; 
Pound, Martin, Qadr, & Mukred, 2006; Ska˚ra, 2003). Different scholars have developed 
typologies of community participation,  including for example, Arnstein’s (1969) eight levels 
of participation and Farnsworth colleagues’ (2014) five steps of community outreach, 
consultation, involvement, collaboration, and shared eldership. These different typologies 
highlight that community participation is a dynamic and negotiated process between potential 
program recipients and the program staff (Arnstein, 1969; Farnsworth, et al., 2014). In this 
evaluation, community communication and participation worked best when communities and 
households felt involved in the process, developed a sense of trust in the process and felt the 
program would be responsive. From this, it seems that underlying mechanisms that 
influenced community engagement were self-efficacy and that the request would be acted 
upon (task-efficacy). 
5.2 Bureaucratic impediments The evaluation revealed, however, that the 
communication mechanisms were sometimes inadequate. This was often because some of the 
poorest households found the request process too complicated and felt they lacked the 
necessary skills and capacity to navigate the process and can also be explained by self-
efficacy. On the organizational side, it also related to the centralized planning and decision-
making process in one program, where community participation was more a process of 
information giving rather than an opportunity for meaningful participation by affected 
households. Elsewhere, self-efficacy has been found to be important in promoting program 
participation in rural farming communities (Wu & Mweemba, 2010). In a realist synthesis of 
welfare programs, Pawson (2002) found that bureaucratic impediments and poor 
communication processes prevented those most in need of accessing services, often because 
of limited human capital and poor self-efficacy.   
5.3 Access to livelihood assets 
 Many families in the study areas maintained a fragile equilibrium, experiencing chronic 
poverty or moving in and out of poverty, or near poverty, with limited access to livelihood 
assets. For example, common reasons for not changing land use post-clearance were given as 
being a lack of labour, irrigation, seeds, equipment and soil quality. Often chronic poverty 
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and food insecurity made program recipients vulnerable to livelihood shocks and out of 
necessity, risk averse. In other words, based on an assessment of the risk, they often felt that 
they could not experiment with new crops or methods, as failure would be catastrophic. This 
has been identified as a common constraint for subsistence farming families (Alexander, 
Moglia, & Miller, 2010; Rodgers, 1995; Todaro, 2009; Vazquez Barquero, 2010; Wu & 
Mweemba, 2010). This again relates to the concept of self and task-efficacy (Vazquez 
Barquero, 2010); and has been found to play a significant role in decisions to change farming 
practices (Sen, 2001; Todaro, 2009; Wu & Mweemba, 2010). As in other mine action 
evaluations, post-clearance inputs from development agencies, such as weirs, ponds and 
access roads, facilitated change but was not always sustained, especially where program 
recipients did not have the necessary skills, finance or equipment to maintain the new asset. 
Thus, in supporting the poorest households there are likely to be delays in benefits being 
realised, as compared to supporting the relatively wealthier households who have greater 
access to livelihood assets. 
5.4 Feedback loops  
 Feedback loops
 
were also important variables in determining how land was used. For 
example, in Paksong, strong coffee prices contributed to people investing more of the 
livelihood portfolio into coffee production. Evidence of success in some households is also 
likely to contribute to willingness to try new opportunities by other households. In Nong 
district on the other hand, the failure of the middle man to return to purchase bananas, and the 
lack of a local market, meant that people were subsequently reluctant to use their land in non-
traditional ways. This further supports the concept of efficacy as a key underlying mechanism 
as people reflect based on feedback on their actions and results and use this inform future 
action. 5.5 Broader socio-economic environment in which people live 
 The evaluation also identified a number of broader socio-economic factors which can 
influence post-clearance impact and the extent to which it is sustained. These include 
institutional policies and practices, such as centralized decision-making, access to markets 
and agro-climatic patterns. Some of these factors are to an extent, difficult to predict or to 
influence. They help highlight however, that the process of change from program inputs to 
land use and outcomes are not an unambiguous, one-way progression (Cramb, 2003; Rigg, 
2005).  
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6. Lessons learned  
 The use of a realist approach to this evaluation helped us to unpack the C-M-O 
configurations and provided a more refined explanation of how mine action works to enhance 
livelihoods.  The semi-structured interviews provided insights about how and why the 
program worked to generate outcomes, highlighting important contextual factors. Findings 
informed recommendations for program interventions for the communication strategy, which 
is critical in reaching the target group and it has highlighted the additional support poor 
households are likely to need in generating economic outcomes. The result is a more 
developed and explanatory program theory than the initial, somewhat simplistic and 
reductionist description of the intervention found in the program documentation, which did 
not include the context-contingent nature of program outcomes.   
 There is limited practical guidance on how to undertake a realist evaluation and we had to 
work collaboratively, building on our different areas of expertise to apply the approach. 
Identifying mechanisms was challenging especially as we moved higher up the chain of 
outcomes from post-clearance land use to benefits from that land use. This relates partly to 
the lack of research in mine action and the need to draw on broader research related to 
incentives. It was also difficult to define what constitutes a mechanism. Mechanisms are not 
program activities, are usually not easily visible, and are not a variable (Astbury & Leeuw, 
2010; Pawson, 2013; Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Rather, a mechanism explains the behavior 
and interrelationships of the processes that are responsible for the change (Pawson & Tilley, 
1997). Greenhalgh et al. (2009, p. 396) states that mechanisms are “the stakeholders’ ideas 
about how change will be achieved in an intervention” and refer to descriptions of the actual 
intervention. Also challenging was identifying the difference between mechanism and an 
essential context condition. Greenhalgh et al. (2009), for example, provide constraining and 
enabling factors, whereas elsewhere these are called  contextual conditions. This is further 
complicated because what is mechanism in relation to one outcome(s) may be a contextual 
condition in another. Similarly, an outcome may become a contextual factor for a higher 
order outcome, which may or may not depend on the same mechanism. For example, in this 
research, cleared land as an outcome became a contextual factor for post-clearance land use. 
More practical examples and more clarity related to how mechanisms and context are defined 
and assessed, will help evaluators maximize the benefits offered by the approach. 
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7. Limitations 
 A limitation of this research was that transcripts were translated into English and 
inevitably, the translator will have made some editing decisions and some of the nuance will 
have been lost as not all concepts translate well across languages (M. Hennink, M., 2008; M. 
M. Hennink, Bailey, & Hutter, 2011; Shklarov, 2007). To mitigate this, transcripts were first 
transcribed in Lao and then translated into English, and translators were asked to translate as 
accurately as possible what respondents had said. Words and concepts that were difficult to 
translate were discussed further with the researcher and co-researchers (Liamputtong, 2013; 
Temple, 2002a, 2002b). Another limitation was the absence of baseline data against which to 
measure change. For this reason, a quasi-experimental pre- and post-program design was not 
possible. Furthermore, outcomes were self-reported and based on respondent’s perceptions of 
the outcomes of UXO clearance. In such cases, theory-driven approaches, such as a realist 
approach, provide a good solution (Chen, 2005; Donaldson, 2009; Donaldson & Gooler, 
2003; Funnell & Rogers, 2011; Pawson, 2013; Weiss, 1997). In addition, self- and task-
efficacy emerged as important mechanisms, but were not measured in this evaluation and 
further work in understanding the role of self and task-efficacy in increasing community 
engagement and behaviors is warranted. Finally, as with most qualitative research, findings 
are transferrable but not generalizable to other populations. This evaluation was undertaken 
in a specific setting with a largely rural subsistence or semi-subsistence rural population 
experiencing UXO contamination. As is also typical with realist evaluation,  C-M-O 
configurations have been identified, leaving them open to further testing and iterative 
refinement against empirical data in additional country contexts (Greenhalgh, et al., 2009). In 
this way the realist approach also recognizes that these C-M-O configurations should be 
subject to revision in the face of findings from other evaluations. 
8. Conclusion  
 To conclude, this evaluation used a realist approach to identify the underlying mechanisms 
and contexts through which UXO clearance affects poverty and livelihoods.  There has been 
a significant gap in our knowledge of the ways in which landmine and UXO clearance allows 
land to be returned to productive use and how effective mine action programs have been in 
meeting donor and host government policy goals of poverty reduction.  In this evaluation, we 
have begun to address this knowledge gap and show how mine action can contribute to 
development. The findings suggest that there is a need to redefine the purpose of UXO 
clearance from livelihoods and economic development to one that focuses on other concepts 
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of human development, such as sustenance, safety, self-esteem and freedom to choose. The 
realist approach helped highlight the role of agency, self- and task-efficacy in determining 
outcomes, as well as the contextual factors that influence outcomes. While enhancing self- 
and task-efficacy of program recipients is beyond the scope of most mine action programs, 
the evaluation draws attention to the need for meaningful communication and participation 
strategies that promote equitable access to UXO clearance processes. 
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